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Nevertheless, despite Graham's premonition, evangelicals' alliance with Ronald Reagan proved to be enduring. In 1980, 67 percent of white evangelical voters supported Reagan, and when he ran for reelection in 1984, that figure increased to 76 percent. By the time that Reagan left the White House, Christian Right leaders proclaimed him one of the nation's greatest presidents. "Ronald Reagan saved the country," Moral Majority founder Jerry Falwell told the press in 1988.
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Why did Falwell sing the praises of a man who seemingly had done so little for the Christian Right's cause? Had evangelicals who voted for Reagan in 1980 and 1984 been misled into supporting a secular conservative who was using religious rhetoric to manipulate their vote? Or were they instead voting for a man who provided a crucial catalyst to the Christian Right? Even if Reagan failed to deliver on social conservatives' legislative agenda, the Christian Right achieved political prominence during his presidency, and it did so partly because of his actions.
3 While some may have thought it incongruous for conservative evangelicals to ally themselves so closely with a non-evangelical president whose political priorities were largely secular, the relationship between Reagan and the Christian Right was based on a broader array of shared values than most people realized, and it benefited conservative Christians as much as it did the president. But although Reagan eventually became a hero to the Christian Right, he did not begin his political career by kowtowing to social conservatives. As governor of California from 1967 to 1975, he combined rhetorical attacks on "big government" with a moderately libertarian approach to some issues of sexual morality. In 1967, he ignored the antiabortion protestations of Catholic clergy and signed into law an abortion liberalization measure that allowed women to obtain abortions for health-related reasons. Similarly, in 1978, after he left the governorship, Reagan again offended social conservatives by publicly repudiating an antigay rights state referendum that would have made it illegal for homosexuals to teach in California's public schools. Jerry Falwell, who had traveled to California to campaign for the referendum, said that because Reagan seemed to favor gay rights, he would "have to face the music from Christian voters two years from now" in his bid for the White House. 4 Nevertheless, despite Reagan's moderately libertarian positions on abortion and gay rights-the two issues that later became the Christian Right's chief concerns-some of his other policy proposals won him support from social conservatives. Many of the nation's white evangelical leaders lauded Reagan's stance on racial issues, tax policy, and social welfare spending. In addition, they welcomed the rare occasions when the California conservative explicitly endorsed their pet causes, such as classroom prayer in public schools. Although his church attendance was somewhat sporadic and was confined entirely to mainline Protestant, rather than evangelical, denominations, Reagan occasionally discussed his religious faith with the press. In 1967, he convened a prayer breakfast at which he told the assembled pastors that "trusting in God for guidance will be an integral part of my [gubernatorial] administration." 5 When Reagan challenged President Gerald Ford for the Republican presidential nomination in 1976, he relied heavily on the support of conservative evangelicals who were disappointed with Ford's lackluster record on social issues. First Lady Betty Ford had outraged many social conservatives in 1975 by announcing that she would not find it disconcerting if her children smoked marijuana or had premarital sex. In contrast, Reagan, who realized the appeal that a socially conservative message had for many Americans, used an interview with an evangelical talk show host in the summer of 1976 to proclaim his devotion to traditional morality. Marijuana, he said, should remain illegal. Likewise, state governments should resist the trend to repeal laws against homosexuality, because sexual "immorality" contradicted God's "higher natural law." And even though he had signed an abortion rights bill nine years earlier, he assured potential supporters that he was now firmly pro-life. "You cannot interrupt a pregnancy without taking a human life," he said.
